Diurnal cortisol levels, psychiatric symptoms and sense of coherence in abused adolescents.
The role of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis in psychiatric disorders following trauma is poorly studied and most studies have been done on adults. To investigate the association of mental well-being and diurnal cortisol in abused adolescents. The present cross-sectional study examined diurnal salivary cortisol (measured three times a day during three days) in relation to psychiatric symptoms (Trauma Symptoms Checklist for Children) and the salutogenic construct "sense of coherence", in 15 adolescents exposed to childhood abuse. Significant correlations were found between symptoms and sense of coherence versus early and late morning cortisol concentrations. The correlations were most consistent for internalizing and externalizing symptoms, and somewhat less for post-traumatic symptoms and sense of coherence. In contrast, evening cortisol did not correlate with any of the psychological measures. These results extend previous research findings by pointing towards a relation between symptoms and higher morning cortisol and accentuated diurnal cortisol variation in abused adolescent as opposed to lower basal cortisol and a flattening of the cortisol rhythm repeatedly observed in traumatized adults. The pathophysiology of the impact of trauma on youth, including the impact on biological stress systems, are important for an understanding of the consequences of trauma and may serve as a basis for the development of new treatment options.